
















advantage	 of	 the	 situation.	 Minimal	 levels	 of	 empiricism	 have	 focused	 on	 the	 sexual	
grooming	patterns	of	abusive	Catholic	priests	in	the	United	States.	In	order	to	help	close	this	
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States	 sexually	 abused	minors	 between	 1950	 and	 2002	 (Terry	 2008).	 Like	 similar	 offenders,	
many	of	these	priests	used	sexual	grooming	techniques	to	lower	the	inhibitions	of	their	victims	
to	reduce	or	eliminate	skepticism	that	parents	and	others	in	the	community	may	have	had	about	






































A	 process	 by	 which	 a	 person	 prepares	 a	 child,	 significant	 adults	 and	 the	
environment	for	the	abuse	of	this	child.	Specific	goals	include	gaining	access	to	the	

















the	 grooming	 process	 (Bennell	 et	 al.	 2001;	 Craven,	 Brown	 and	 Gilchrist	 2006).	 An	 offender	
interviewed	by	Conte,	Wolf	and	Smith	(1989:	297)	stated	that	he	tried	to	‘get	the	child	to	feel	safe	



















Once	 the	 victim	 feels	 special	 or	 comfortable,	 the	offender	 starts	 to	push	physical	 boundaries.	
Among	the	boundaries	that	the	abuser	violates	are	the	child’s	space	while	undressing,	insisting	
that	they	get	dressed	together,	and	physically	touching	the	child	in	a	gradual	pattern	that	begins	


















If	 a	 child	 were	 to	 disclose	 the	 abuse	 after	 familial	 or	 community	 grooming,	 the	 established	
acceptance	of	 the	perpetrator	by	 the	 family	or	 community	may	act	 as	 a	 safeguard	and	 create	
disbelief	towards	the	child’s	accusations.	Because	of	familial	grooming,	parents	may	encourage	
the	perpetrator	to	spend	time	with	their	child	because	they	are	viewed	as	charming,	caring	and	














Understanding	 and	 being	 able	 to	 identify	 sexual	 grooming	 is	 vital	 in	 creating	 prevention	
measures	that	reduce	opportunities	for	child	sexual	abuse	(Craven,	Brown	and	Gilchrist	2006).	



































Typically,	 victim‐offender	 relationships	 are	 classified	 as	 familiar,	 acquaintance	 or	 strangers.	
Clergy	do	not	neatly	fit	into	one	of	these	categories.	They	are	trusted	almost	like	family	though	
parishioners	usually	do	not	know	them	on	a	personal	level	but	more	so	through	their	professional	






















The	 John	 Jay	 study	 was	 the	 first	 of	 its	 kind	 to	 examine	 priest	 sexual	 abuse	 and	 it	 offers	
comprehensive	information	about	the	topic.	Clergy	grooming	is	just	one	category	of	the	study	and	
leaves	readers	with	only	a	general	description	of	the	topic.	Additionally,	most	empirical	research	


























While	 generalizability	 of	 the	 findings	 is	 limited	 because	 this	 study	 only	 examines	 the	 files	 of	
sexually	 abusive	 priests	 from	 one	 diocese,	 conducting	 an	 exploratory	 analysis	 using	 the	 16	
available	files	may	assist	in	informing	future	larger‐scale	analyses	of	similar	documents.		
	
One	 author	 read	 all	 2,995	 pages	 of	 documentation	 in	 order	 to	 identify	 instances	 of	 sexual	
grooming	 by	 priests.	 Identification	 of	 grooming	 in	 the	 files	was	 guided	 by	 several	 grooming‐






































The	 16	 accused	 priests	 were	 placed	 in	 132	 different	 parishes	 and	 diocesan	 locations	 by	 the	
bishop;	 one	 priest	 had	 as	 few	 as	 three	 assignments,	while	 another	 priest	 had	 as	many	 as	 13	
assignments.	There	are	147	known	accusations	of	abuse	against	the	16	priests	with	a	range	of	1‐
40	alleged	victims;	this	is	an	average	of	9.2	reported	allegations	of	sexual	abuse	per	priest.	In	total,	
we	 identified	 70	 reported	 incidents	 of	 sexual	 grooming	 of	 minors	 by	 priests	 from	 the	 Joliet	
diocese	 for	 an	 average	 of	 approximately	 4.4	 documented	 grooming	 incidents	 per	 priest.	 The	
highest	number	of	reported	instances	was	eight	and	the	 lowest	was	one;	there	was	a	bimodal	


















and	 other	 unnamed	 drugs	 to	 entice	 or	 lower	 the	 inhibitions	 of	 victims.	 Abusive	 priests	 who	
supplied	their	victims	with	alcohol	and	cigarettes	followed	a	similar	pattern.	In	addition,	victims	
who	were	 given	 intoxicants	 by	 priests	 reported	 comparable	 reactions.	 In	 a	 number	 of	 cases,	
alcohol	 distribution	 occurred	 during	 out‐of‐town	 trips.	 The	 unsealed	 documents	 allege	 that	























other	 drugs,	 it	 seems	 the	 abusive	 priests	were	 exploiting	 the	 curiosity	 that	 adolescents	 have	
towards	alcohol	and	drugs.	Doing	so	allowed	the	priests	to	conceal	their	true	desires	under	the	
guise	of	being	the	cool	older	person	who	skirts	the	rules.	Providing	intoxicants	to	minors	lowered	








of	 the	 sample)	 suggest	 that	 they	 abused	 their	 victims	 while	 traveling.	 Oftentimes,	 victims	
reported	 going	 out‐of‐state	 to	 a	 cabin	 or	 condominium.	 These	 types	 of	 places	 were	 not	 the	
exclusive	 destinations	 of	 all	 abusive	 priests	 from	 Joliet.	 Some	 victims	 reported	 that	 abuse	
occurred	on	trips	to	Chicago	and	others	detailed	abuse	that	took	place	in‐town	but	away	from	the	






















































the	 letter	 suggests	 that	 she	 realized	 this	 pattern	 of	 behavior,	 albeit	 too	 late	 to	 prevent	 the	
victimization.	 The	 mother	 wrote:	 ‘[the	 priest]	 picked	 out	 the	 good	 kids	 of	 the	 parish	 whose	

















































friendships	 described	 earlier,	 though	 the	 experiences	 of	 two	 other	 victims	 highlight	 the	
psychological	effects	of	this	grooming	procedure.		
	




confusion,	guilt,	shame,	and	other	disorders,	so	 that	he	could	exploit	 [it]	 for	his	own	personal	















before	physically	 abusing	 them.	This	was	 a	 common	 technique	used	by	 priests	 in	 their	 living	























of	 their	 vocation	 to	 sexually	 victimize	 children	 while	 avoiding	 suspicion	 and	 detection.	 For	
example,	 one	 victim	 ‘felt	 unable	 to	 report	 [the	 abuse]’	 because	 his	 family	 ‘held	 the	 clergy	 in	
inordinately	high	esteem’.	On	other	occasions,	victims	claimed	that	the	abusive	clergymen	had	
served	 as	 ‘spiritual	 advisors’	 and	 ‘spiritual	 leaders’.	 It	 was	 reported	 that	 one	 priest	 gained	 a	
victim’s	 ‘trust,	friendship,	admiration,	and	obedience’,	which	served	to	condition	the	victim	 ‘to	













Joliet	 in	 Illinois	 suggest	 that	 sexually	 abusive	 priests	 follow	 patterns	 similar	 to	 other	 sexual	

































Provide	alcohol,	cigarettes,	and	other	drugs Lowers	 victims’	 inhibitions,	 exploits	 curiosity,	
provides	 ‘forbidden	 fruit,’	 and	 establishes	 the	
offender	as	‘cool’	in	the	eyes	of	the	victim.	
Provide	gifts	 Helps	build	relationship	with	the	victim	and	may	




Physical	play	 Lowers	 victims’	 inhibitions	 while	 establishing	
physical	contact	that	builds	to	abusive	behavior.	
Guise	of	friendship	 A	 relationship	 that	may	 lead	 to	 increased	 trust	
and	 access	 that	 otherwise	 may	 not	 have	 been	
obtained.	
Playing	favorites	 Manipulates	the	emotions	of	the	victims,	such	as	





Abuse	and	misuse	of	respect	 Take	 advantage	 of	 the	 respect	 bestowed	 upon	
clergy	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	 detection	 or	 suspicion	























anything	 unusual	 is	 going	 on	 while	 paying	 particularly	 close	 attention	 to	 the	 demeanor	 and	
emotions	of	the	children.	If	it	is	determined,	or	even	perceived,	that	a	priest	is	playing	favorites,	






rules.	 Adding	 to	 the	 difficulty	 of	 creating	 diocesan	 policy	 around	 some	 of	 these	 behaviors	 is	
determining	the	true	nature	of	relationships.	Much	of	what	we	have	seen	in	the	general	grooming	




type	 of	 policy	 or	 protocol	 around	 these	 techniques.	 Instead,	 children,	 parents	 and	 other	




the	 grooming	 tactics	 that	 offenders	 use	 in	 the	 commission	 of	 these	 crimes.	 Given	 the	 esteem	









to	 existing	 literature	 about	 sexual	 grooming,	 limitations	 are	 present	 in	 any	 single‐case	 study.	
First,	because	we	only	analyzed	the	files	that	were	available,	we	are	unable	to	generalize	findings	
to	other	dioceses,	other	accused	priests	or	other	sex	offenders.	It	is	important	to	note,	though,	
that	 the	 highest	 possible	 percentage	 of	 abusive	 priests	 in	 Joliet	 is	 8.1	 per	 cent,	 which	 is	
comparable	 to	Terry’s	 (2008)	data	 that	 suggested	4	per	 cent	of	priests	were	sexually	 abusive	
between	1950	and	2002.	Second,	this	study	was	a	retrospective	content	analysis.	Thus,	it	relied	








files	in	order	to	determine	if	 it	 is	specific	to	priests	solely	 from	Joliet	or	 if	 it	can	be	applied	to	
sexually	abusive	priests	from	other	dioceses.	In	addition,	future	research	should	strive	to	improve	
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